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The Learning Society

Today I will be talking about the Learning Society, a concept which has gained wide currency in the last few years and which I believe will be the direction that society in most countries will strive to take in the 21st century. I will also briefly hypothesize on what I think the role of teachers may be in enabling a learning society..

But first let me outline my talk for you.

●	The concept of a knowledge economy and the characteristics of knowledge as a resource
●	The relationship between learning ad knowledge
●	The concept of a learning society and its characteristics
●	How teachers might help in their own ways in building a learning society

We are all, I am sure quite familiar, if somewhat not too sure, of many statements that aver that many developed countries are now moving away from being an industrial society to a post-industrial one into an information age where knowledge, more than other resources, has become the predominant driving force of their economies. Social scientists now acknowledge that what started as an industrial revolution in the early 19th century and went on until the middle of the 20th century evolved as the Information and communications revolution during the last quarter of the 20th century, thanks largely due to the computing and telecommunications technology and systems that became widely and easily available, and the opening up of the Internet and the worldwide web as a medium for information access and delivery, communication and collaboration between people separated by space and time.

The Worldwide Web has not only made information accessible universally, it has also facilitated one-to-one and one-to-many interactions between like-minded individuals and groups thanks to applications such as Electronic mail (Email), discussion forums, net meeting and Chat software. These have made the Web much more than an Information network. Considerable sharing of knowledge and experience takes place across the Internet. Collaboration, sharing and cooperation as opposed to competition are the paradigms on which new developments take place and new knowledge grows via the Internet.

Evidence even in India of our concern with becoming a knowledge-driven economy is seen in the many in the corporate world seriously embracing, if somewhat nascent and not necessarily theoretically well founded, principles of knowledge management. In the Govt. sector, the establishment of a Knowledge Commission by the prime minister with Sam Pitroda as its head is evidence of our concern with knowledge-based growth. Similarly, the move by many state governments to use ICT in e-governance, tax collection, land records and so on is evidence of the felt need to ensure that information is used to empower the government and enable it to take better decisions apart from presenting citizen-friendly services. 

Here let me quote the World Bank's statement in its World Development Report of 1999.:

‘For countries in the vanguard of world economy, the balance between knowledge and resources has shifted so far towards the former that knowledge has perhaps become the most important factor determining the standard of living – more than land, than tools, than labour. Today’s technologically advanced economies are truly knowledge-based.’ 

Similarly, Alvin Toffler proclaims knowledge as the source of the highest quality of power and the key to the powershift that lies ahead. He reasons that because knowledge is the key to economic power, there is a battle for the control of knowledge and the means of communication. 

In like manner Peter Drucker, an acknowledged management guru, argues that in the new economy, knowledge is not just another resource alongside the traditional factors of production – land, labour and capital. – but the only meaningful resource. The fact that knowledge has become the resource rather than a resource, is what makes the new society unique, he contends.
Why is this sudden preoccupation with knowledge as a resource, one may legitimately ask. The reason is  that the Information Revolution has broken down to a large extent, barriers between economies and markets. The globalized society that it has created means that business and industry (not to speak of educational instns such as AVK) should be constantly alert to changes in their environment; they should constantly strive to be current, relevant to the times and competitive. Think globally but act locally is the paradigm. 

Equally, there is need to ensure that decision makers, managers, etc. who are overloaded with information must have means to make sense out of the flood of information. I would like to quote the Kellog Commission's report of 1999 which says: 

As an example of the globalization in education, we are also seeing how there is growing competition from schools, colleges and universities to attract new students. A number of universities in the UK, USA, Australia are providing courses to Indian students at campuses in  India, partly in the distance education mode and in partly in contact mode.  Another trend seen is that there are many community colleges which offer mid-career improvement courses and new learning opportunities.

I would like to quote from the Kellog Commission's report of 1999: “It is already a cliche to refer to the1990s and beyond as the Information Age. A bewildering flood of information threatens to overwhelm our senses and overcome our ability to discriminate, interpret, integrate, and use it. In contrast to this overabundance of information-much of it raw, partial, outdated, or biased - is the relative scarcity of that prized commodity, knowledge.”

I have so far spoken briefly about knowledge as a resource in today's economies. But what exactly do we mean by knowledge. Unfortunately we use the terms information and knowledge as though they are synonymous. They are not. Let me take an example: If I tell you that the Sensex has fallen by 230 points, I am giving you some information. If I then tell you that the fall is because of the profit booking by foreign investors, I am adding some more information. Both these pieces of information do not really empower you to take any affirmative action. Similarly, if you go to a physician and he tells you that you have a throat infection, he is passing on some information to you. However, if the physician then prescribes a tablet and gives instructions on what you have to do he is doing so because of the learning and knowledge he has on human ailments and their cure. 

Information alone does not often have the capacity to resolve uncertainty. In other words, information is said to be entropic, whereas knowledge is actionable. Knowledge gives the capacity to act effectively in order to produce desired outcomes in a complex, uncertain and fast changing environment. The capacity to act effectively, which requires considering and understanding a broad variety of factors in any situation, making effective decisions, and enacting them, is exclusive to human beings. Computers, databases, documents do not have the capacity to act having considered a diverse range of issues, and will not have this capacity for the foreseeable future. Knowledge is only an attribute of people.

It is important to recognize that although personal knowledge includes certain pieces of information and bits of data, it also contains a wealth of experience and memories that are unique to each one of us. These experiences flavour, filter and shape what we know and understand. Further, our knowledge is a constantly shifting configuration of memory, context, patterns, associations and relationships. It continuously evolves through constant exchange with our environment. 

Futurists suggest that profound changes take place when the underlying science or mythology changes. These are called “breakpoints”, or moments when profound shifts of mind and thinking lead to dramatically different behaviours. Some thinkers believe that we are now experiencing such a shift – from a Newtonian world view to a quantum world view. The table below presents the shifts that are taking place.

Assumption	Traditional thinking	New thinking
Scientific foundation	Newtonian physics	Quantum physics
Time is	Monochronic (one thing at a tome)	Polychronic (Many things at once)
We understand by	Dissecting into parts	Seeing in terms of the whole
Information is	Ultimately knowable	Infinite, unbounded
Growth is	Linear, managed	Organic, chaotic
Managing means	Control, predictability	Insight and participation
Workers are 	Specialized, segmented	Multi-faceted, always learning




Change is	Something to worry about	All there is

Let me now turn my attention to the relationship between learning and knowledge. Common sense suggests that learning and knowledge are inextricably linked. Knowledge is the result of learning, although undoubtedly it is experience and application that sharpens ones knowledge and makes it unique to each individual.

Learning can be defined as gaining knowledge, comprehension or mastery through experience or study. In the context of the knowledge era, learning by individuals, organizations, including educational institutions is vital to their continued well-being, survival, and growth. I would like to quote Alvin Toffler on learning. He says: “In the twenty first century an illiterate person is not one who cannot read or write, but one who will not learn, unlearn and relearn”. This is equally true of organizations and this is the reason why many organizations are seeking to become learning organizations as this is the only way they can hope to remain relevant, competent and competitive in a fast changing world.

I would like to quote from a study in 1999 of the New Zealand. Minister for Information Technology. IT Advisory Group. “According to new growth economics, a country’s capacity to take advantage of the Knowledge Economy depends on how quickly it can become a ‘learning economy.’ Learning means not only using new technologies to access global knowledge, it also means using them to communicate with other people about innovation. In the ‘Learning Economy’ individuals, firms and countries will be able to create wealth in proportion to their capacity to learn and share innovation. Formal education too needs to be less about passing on information and focus on teaching people how to learn”. 

If organizations (and individuals within them and outside) seek to become learning entities, they need an overarching philosophy, policies and support systems that they can lean on and one that provides them with the needed systems and resources to further their learning objectives. Such a support system has been called the Learning Society.

An early, defining, contribution was made by Donald Schon. He provided a theoretical framework linking the experience of living in a situation of an increasing change with the need for learning.“The loss of the stable state means that our society and all of its institutions are in continuous processes of transformation. We cannot expect new stable states that will endure for our own lifetimes.We must learn to understand, guide, influence and manage these transformations. We must make the capacity for undertaking them integral to ourselves and to our institutions.We must, in other words, become adept at learning. We must become able not only to transform our institutions, in response to changing situations and requirements; we must invent and develop institutions which are ‘learning systems’, that is to say, systems capable of bringing about their own continuing transformation”.Torsten Husén, another early contributor to the concept of learning societies, argued that it would be necessary for states to become 'learning societies' - where knowledge and information lay at the heart of their activities.The organizing principles of Husén's vision of a relevant educational system include the following:Education is going to be a lifelong process.Education will not have any fixed points of entry and 'cut-off' exits. It will become a more continuous process within formal education and in its role within other functions of life.Education will take on a more informal character as it becomes accessible to more and more individuals. In addition to 'learning centers', facilities will be provided for learning at home and at the workplace, for example by the provision of computer terminals.Formal education will become more meaningful and relevant in its application.To an ever-increasing extent, the education system will become dependent on large supporting organizations or supporting systems to produce teaching aids, systems of information processing and multi-media instructional materials.The learning society can be approached as an aspiration and as a description. As already mentioned, It is seen as something that is required if countries are to remain competitive within an increasingly globalized economy. It may be sought after as a means of improving individual and communal well-being.  Three key strands in the notion of a learning society may be seen in which there is a shift from a focus on the provision of learning opportunities to one on learning.The learning society is an educated society, committed to active citizenship, liberal democracy and equal opportunities. This supports lifelong learning.  The aim is to provide learning opportunities to educate adults to meet the challenges of change and citizenship. Support for this conception was put forward largely by liberal educators in the metropolitan areas of the industrialized North in the 1960s and 1970s. A learning society is a learning market, enabling institutions to provide services for individuals as a condition for supporting the competitiveness of the economy. This supports lifelong learning within the economic policy framework adopted by many governments since the middle of the 1970s. The aim is for a market in learning opportunities to be developed to meet the demands of individuals and employers for the updating of skills and competences. Support for this conception has come from employers' bodies and modernizing policy think-tanks in the industrialized North since the mid-1970s in response to economic uncertainty. A learning society is one in which learners adopt a learning approach to life, drawing on a wide range of resources to enable them to support their lifestyle practices. This conception of a learning society is seen as a series of overlapping learning networks. Among the key attributes of a learning society are:It values and fosters habits of lifelong learning and ensures that there are responsive and flexible learning programs and learning networks available to address all students’ needs.It is socially inclusive and ensures that all of its members are part of its learning communitiesIt recognizes the importance of early-childhood development as part of lifelong learning and develops organized ways of enhancing the development of all children.It views information technologies, including new interactive, multimedia technologies, as tools for enriching learning by tailoring instruction to societal, organizational, and individual needs.I hope I have been able to give you a brief but useful flavour of the concept of a learning society.  
   

